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ABSTRACT
In this literature review, the authors examined three key areas that were chosen as relevant to the challenges 
faced by small rural schools, and collaborative practice between schools working in virtual learning 
environments in New Zealand. The first area was rural education, where definitions of rurality and the 
demographics and characteristics of small rural New Zealand schools were described, and the challenges 
and innovations in rural school setting were explored. The second area was collaborative practice, where 
features of effective collaboration were discussed as is the professional practice and theory that underpins 
collaboration across school networks. Finally, the third area was virtual learning, which was defined and 
described, along with the benefits and challenges of learning in virtual environments, and the growth of 
networked learning communities in New Zealand was chronicled. A comprehensive scope of the current 
New Zealand education landscape was included to provide the context in which this review resides.
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INTRODUCTION
Virtual learning, which has been taking place in New Zealand for two decades, was pioneered in our rural 
schools (Barbour, 2011a; Roberts, 2010; Wenmoth, 1996). Stevens (1996) highlighted the changing role of 
small rural schools in relation to the development of school networks and virtual learning.
Small rural schools in New Zealand are in the forefront of changes in the application of information and 
communication technologies to teaching and learning. The emergence of rural school electronic networks 
is an important step towards the development of virtual classes in New Zealand, requiring new ways of 
organising teaching and learning. It is particularly appropriate to reconsider the pedagogy of the one- and 
two- teacher school in relation to the emerging virtual class. These small schools could have a new role in 
the information age and should, accordingly, be repositioned within the national educational system. (p. 93)
Written two decades ago, Ken Steven’s words have challenged us to consider how virtual learning in small 
New Zealand rural schools have evolved over the last twenty years. This review aimed to explore how rural 
schools have led the way, and benefited from virtual learning; what challenges rural school principals have 
faced, how collaboration has taken place across schools in rural networks; and to what extent new ways of 
teaching and learning online have been enacted. 
The Virtual Learning Network (VLN) Primary School network is an example of how small rural schools 
are collaborating online and backgrounds this literature review. The VLN Primary provides professional 
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development for teachers, student learning support, technical support, and logistical coordination of online 
classes and programmes to schools around New Zealand (VLN Primary School, 2017). Learning is tailored 
to meet the needs of students, and to make the most of the strengths of the schools. For example, through a 
reciprocal arrangement, the schools provide teachers in a subject in which they have a high level of expertise. 
Where it isn’t possible for schools to provide a teacher themselves, another teacher is contracted into the 
VLN Primary, collectively paid for by the schools. Students and teachers use a range of synchronous and 
asynchronous tools that enable them to communicate and learn online together. The VLN Primary School 
is a registered charitable trust governed by its participating schools and supported, in part, by the Ministry 
of Education (VLN Primary School, 2016). The Rural and Remote Schools Project was one of the projects 
supported by the VLN Primary School. This project, originally devised by principals and supported by the 
VLN Primary, had been running for five years with the same core group of principals. This project aimed 
to reduce the social isolation of students and teachers in rural and remote schools through regular online 
collaboration (Roberts, 2014).
A wide variety of sources were accessed in the process of writing this literature review. The University of 
Waikato library system and its many linked databases and journals was a key resource; the New Zealand 
Ministry of Education library was accessed and was a useful source of current educational articles and 
journals; educational websites such as TKI Educational Leaders was searched for relevant Principals’ sabbatical 
reports and Education Counts and New Zealand Council for Educational Research (NZCER) were searched 
for relevant Ministry of Education reports and research. 
Twitter provided connections to the American Education Research Association “Rural Education” special 
interest group, who were generous in sharing a Dropbox repository of international research in rural education. 
Professional networks developed over many years through participation in rural principals’ conferences, 
elearning conferences, and collegial relationships with academics and teacher practitioners in virtual learning 
provided extensive knowledge of New Zealand research literature and educational reports. The authors’ own 
participation and contributions to research in the field of virtual learning provided a source of literature that 
was relevant to virtual learning. 
The main key word search terms initially used were: rural education, rural communities, rural principals, 
collaboration, virtual learning, online learning, blended learning, educational policy, schooling, professional 
learning. These search terms led in the direction of a range of literature that was aligned with the topic, 
which then allowed the researchers to filter through as being most relevant to the context being explored. 
The researchers regularly asked how applicable was this literature to the New Zealand K-12 setting, as 
well as how did what was being read agree or diverge from the general themes being found across the 
literature. As these lines of inquiry were followed, additional relevant search terms were emerging, such as: 
Maori learners, communities of practice, pedagogies, future focused, learning community, affordances of 
technology, access to technology, networks, and leadership. Through this process of scanning the literature 
widely, then telescoping in on areas that were most closely aligned with the research context, the researchers 
were able to critique, accept or discard the literature chosen for inclusion.
This review is organised into three key areas, chosen as relevant to the challenges faced by small rural schools, 
and collaborative practice between schools working in virtual learning environments. The three main areas 
are: rural education, where definitions of rurality and the demographics and characteristics of small rural 
New Zealand schools are described, and the challenges and innovations in rural school setting are explored; 
collaborative practice, where features of effective collaboration are discussed as is the professional practice 
and theory that underpins collaboration across school networks; and virtual learning, which is defined and 
described, along with the benefits and challenges of learning in virtual environments, and the growth of 
networked learning communities in New Zealand is chronicled. A comprehensive scope of the current New 
Zealand education landscape is included to provide the context in which this article sits. 

RURAL EDUCATION IN NEW ZEALAND
Rural schools were considered by Stevens (1996) to be at the forefront of change in New Zealand education. 
This section explores rural education in New Zealand: definitions of rurality from the literature are synthesised 
as a basis for thinking about small rural schools; the characteristics of small rural schools and the important 
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interdependent role they have within their communities are described; and challenges faced by principals of 
small rural primary schools and some innovative approaches implemented as a counter to these challenges 
are explored.

Defining Rural
There is much ambiguity in definitions of ruralness (Preston, Jakubiec, & Kooymans, 2013; Stelmach, 2011). 
Perceptions of what is rural are multiple and changing, and based on socially constructed understandings 
which focus on geography, population, land use, and culture (Stelmach, 2011). For example, some have 
argued that definitions of rurality have traditionally been described as oppositional to urban areas, which 
results in polarisation and comparison between the two (Cloke, 2006; Stelmach, 2011). Instead of this divisive 
perspective, the concept of rurality “should not be seen in opposition to urban but part of a complex global 
economic and social network” (Donehower, Hogg, & Schnell, 2007, p. xi). To illustrate this example, Statistics 
New Zealand (2004) defined rural areas on a continuum of greater or lesser urban influence. This has been 
determined by the number of people who live in the country but work in the town or city, and in addition the 
size of the closest urban centre. This type of definition is convenient for ease of collection of statistical data and 
monitoring of demographics, but it doesn’t help provide a picture of what it means to be ‘rural.’
Theoretical frameworks that define rurality in terms of space, place and society (Cloke, 2006; Halfacree, 
2006) are more suited to this study as they support a descriptive definition that is more reflective of diverse 
perspectives of rurality. Cloke (2006) described characteristics of rural areas using this three-way framework: 
extensive land use such as agriculture (i.e., space), small settlements where there is a strong relationship to 
the land (i.e., place), and a way of life that has a cohesive identity and is intertwined with the landscape (i.e., 
society). These perspectives of thinking about rurality provide a basis on which to explore characteristics that 
are unique about rural schools.

Characteristics of Small Rural Schools in New Zealand
In order to explore the characteristics of small rural schools, it is first necessary to define these schools in their 
context within the New Zealand education setting. Just as there were conflicting views on what constitutes 
ruralness, Starr & White (2008) asserted there were also differing views on what constitutes a small school. 
The Ministry of Education (2013), in a survey of school ICT infrastructure, profiled small schools as having 
a student roll of 199 or less, and very small schools as having a roll of less than 100. In these small schools 
most principals are also teaching principals or sole charge teaching principals. New Zealand schools are 
graded U1 to U16 according to the number of students they have. The U grading of a school determines 
principals’ salaries and the number of teachers a school can employ, as well as other resources allocated to 
the school. A principal will be the only teacher at a school, or “sole charge,” until the roll exceeds 25 pupils, 
after which he or she will continue to have a teaching role that reduces depending on the size of the roll and 
staffing allocation. Many small rural schools are also considered by the Ministry of Education to be isolated, 
and receive targeted funding to assist them with additional resourcing costs. Of the 478 schools receiving 
targeted isolation funding in 2015, 64% were small primary schools with a roll of less than 100; and for 89 
of these schools, isolation funding made up 10% of their operational grant (Ministry of Education, 2016a).

Table 1. Small school demographics 2017 (Data extracted from New Zealand Schools Directory (Ministry of 
Education, 2017a).

School Grade Maximum Roll Number of Schools Percentage of Schools

Sole Charge 25 143 6%

U1 50 223 9%

U2 100 330 13%

U3 150 278 11%

Total Schools 2530 39%

U1 grading includes sole charge principals but has been separated out in this comparison.
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This literature review focuses on New Zealand Sole Charge to U3 primary schools situated outside of town 
and city boundaries. This type of school best suit the demographic referred to in the introduction, as the 
small rural school that “could have a new role in the information age and should, accordingly, be repositioned 
within the national educational system” (Stevens, 2016 p. 93). With this clear definition of small rural 
schools in mind, the characteristics of these schools can be discussed in context.
In conceptualising rural schools in the wider sense, Green (2015) proposed a threefold framework, similar 
to that presented in the previous section to describe definitions of rurality, of space, place and scale. This 
framework gave impetus to the importance of community involvement, rural identity and place based 
education as well as social, economic and environmental sustainability. The New Zealand rural school is an 
integral part of its community (Kearns, Lewis, McCreanor, & Witten, 2009; Wright, 2007). Therefore it is 
important not to consider schools in isolation. Green (2015) stated that:

thinking beyond the school is crucial, but that does not mean that schooling is now somehow 
irrelevant, or marginalised. Rather, it is to say that schools are embedded in communities, and 
potentially integrated with them, as multi-scalar sites of communication and learning, being and 
becoming. (p. 46)

Corbett (2007) explored identity and social capital of students in rural school settings. He identified some 
young people as having “mobility capital,” which was the confidence and skills to negotiate various spaces 
outside of the school and community setting. While some young people possess more “localised capital,” 
which is a strong grounding in the local community, with future opportunities that are locally based. This 
difference in social capital can create tension within rural communities about the purpose and value of 
education and the relevance of curriculum. Some parts of the community are more outward looking and 
seek an education that will prepare their children for going out in the world for higher education or wider 
employment prospects, while others are more inward looking, seeking an education that will prepare their 
children to remain and take up their place working within their own community. 
Barley and Beesley (2007), in their study of successful rural schools, found that schools and their communities 
were interdependent, with the school as the hub of the community and the community providing support 
to the school. Families had a high personal investment in the school, as many identified with the school 
as former students. Close relationships were developed between the principal and community, and high 
expectations were placed on students to achieve well. Children in small rural schools with supportive 
communities experienced close relationships with others through learning to get along with a small number 
of children, and through a safe school environment where everyone knew each other. Children learned 
valuable life skills of tolerance, negotiation and commitment, and, in the process, forged social connectedness 
and strengthened communities (Wright, 2007). Rural schools are a popular choice for parents because of 
their small class sizes, extensive amenities, family atmosphere, and high expectations for good behaviour, 
participation and learning achievement for their students (Earl Rinehart, 2017).
Wright (2003) discussed the importance of rural schools developing a local curriculum in partnership with 
their communities, so that children might have knowledge of their own area, history and environment; 
community values were preserved; and students potentially had better educational outcomes. Place based 
education, or local curriculum, has the potential to revitalise rural schooling (Bartholomaeus, 2013; Green, 
2015). With this approach students can be given the opportunity to pursue questions relevant to them, 
while they can develop stronger community ties and an understanding of their local place and of themselves 
(Bartholomaeus, 2013). 
For many students in rural and remote areas, continuing their schooling to high school means they will have 
to leave their communities to attend boarding school. For some the alternative to leaving is to be home-
schooled or enrol in Te Aho o Te Kura Pounamu (i.e., The Correspondence School). This time of transition 
has been highlighted by rural school principals as an important process for rural children, and one that needs 
to be carefully prepared for. Students who are well supported by their family and teachers, and are resilient, 
confident and independent are more likely to make successful transitions to secondary school (Baills & 
Rossi, 2001; Johnson, 2016; Vincent, 2015). Rural principals have high expectations placed on them, not 
only as the leader of the school, but also as a community leader (Earl Rinehart, 2017); which creates specific 
challenges that principals face in small rural schools.
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Challenges for Rural Principals
Stelmach (2011) raised a range of issues that impact on rural communities and their schools. Out-migration 
(i.e., where families leave the community), gender inequality, poverty, geographical and psychological 
remoteness all affect schools, resulting in declining enrolment, and difficulty attracting and retaining staffing. 
There may be differences of opinion between the community and the principal on the value and purpose of 
education. Globalisation influences rural communities in both positive and negative ways, either providing 
regeneration of some communities, or increasing the polarisation between city and country and creating 
further inequality. Globalisation also influences educational policy, which has a roll down effect on schools 
and the principals who lead them (Starr & White, 2008).
Starr and White (2008), in their research with principals in Australia, found principals of small rural school 
spend most of their time teaching multi-level classes, with little support for school administration. The tasks 
required to manage a small school are the same as for larger schools, with no opportunities to delegate to 
others. “While principals raised many types of challenges, the most commonly raised themes concerned: 
workload proliferation, educational equity issues... escalating role multiplicity, and school survival” (p. 3). 
Relationships and communication with a wide range of people are described by Earl Rinehart (2017) as 
being a significant part of a rural principal’s role. This was considered significant, not only for the energy in 
supporting so many different relationships, but in the workload and complexity it contributes to a principal’s 
day through managing so many communications. Preston et al. (2013) noted that if principals don’t share 
common social, cultural or ethnic connections with their community, then they could experience levels of 
mistrust from the community.
Rural schools are often under resourced and have additional pressures unique to their position (McLean, 
Dixon, & Verenikina, 2014), which can result in stress, heavy workload, and strain on family and relationships 
for principals (Windsor, 2010). Windsor surveyed and interviewed New Zealand rural school principals 
during her sabbatical, and found that multi-level teaching and finding a balance between being a principal 
and being a teacher was the most difficult part of a rural principal’s job. Managing relationships in a small 
community was a source of tension for many principals, especially regarding differences of opinion on how 
the school is being run. Specialist support and the lack of governance experience was another challenge 
faced by principals. Providing for children with special needs was difficult, with limited resources and access 
to specialist services and personnel (Stansfield, 2015). These challenges may be contributing factors to the 
turnover rate of principals that Wylie (2017a) found is higher in small rural schools than other types of 
schools.
Transience of the community and fluctuating rolls have been identified as a growing problem in small 
rural schools. Hayward (2008) described this problem in this manner: “the major worry that affects small 
school rural principals in NZ are the enrolment numbers in our schools around March and July” (p. 3). 
Reduced numbers will see a reduction in funding and the potential loss of teaching staff to the school. 
These fluctuations in student numbers can have a significant impact on the future of a small school, making 
them vulnerable to closure. In the 1990s, 95 small New Zealand rural schools were closed, and another 75 
schools in the early 2000s, under a process of network reviews. This process, called “Education Development 
Initiatives,” was a response by the New Zealand government to changing rural demographics, falling school 
rolls and perceived underperformance in schools. These school closures had a profoundly devastating effect 
on many rural New Zealand communities (Kearns et al., 2009). 
Access to professional learning is considered a significant concern by principals. Access can be limited by 
the cost of attending professional learning events due to distances to travel and finding relievers (Stansfield, 
2015; Wylie, 2017b). Lack of time is often an issue, not just to attend professional learning, but also to 
reflect on, process and implement new ideas gained from professional learning (Windsor, 2010; Preston et 
al., 2013). Being a principal in a small rural school can be professionally and socially isolating, with limited 
opportunities to connect with colleagues for support and sharing of ideas (Earl Rinehart, 2017).
In small rural schools, principals are concerned that they have few opportunities to share and compare ideas 
and practices with other schools, and thus cannot judge the extent of their progress. As one rural principal 
commented, “it can be scary because how do we know if we are doing the right things?” (Cowie & Hipkins, 
2009, p. 20). This was supported by Stockton (2009), in his study of curriculum implementation in small 
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rural schools, where he described the difficulty in undertaking professional curriculum inquiry because of 
the limited range of ideas and experiences to draw upon within small schools.
Although rural principals and their communities face many challenges, the literature indicates there are a 
variety of positive experiences in small rural schools. These schools know their children and families very 
well, and have committed teachers and strong community support (Barley & Beesley, 2007; Kearns et al., 
2009; Stockton, 2009). In addition, by being an integral part of a small community in some of the most 
unique settings in New Zealand, there are many rich opportunities generated for place based pedagogy 
(Windsor, 2010; Wright, 2007). Stansfield (2015) describes small island schools as having an “abiding sense 
of place” (p. 5.), and a strong affinity with the environment. The context of small rural schools can provide 
principals with many challenges but also positive experiences. Innovative approaches to are often found in 
small rural schools.

Innovative Approaches in Rural Schools
Rural principals have responded to challenges by seeking innovative approaches to deliver better outcomes 
for their learners (Stansfield, 2015; Starr & White, 2008). For example, one innovative approach by the 
Halfmoon Bay School community, when faced with loss of staffing due to a fluctuating roll, was to advertise 
on Trade Me (i.e., New Zealand’s largest Internet auction website) for families to come to live on the island 
with free accommodation and job offers (Mcleod, 2015). Along with boosting the school roll, which enabled 
them to maintain their second teaching position, they gained national attention and raised the issue of 
inequity in staffing formulae for rural schools. 
Responding to the challenges of rural schools also necessitates an approach where schools partner with 
whanau (a Maori term used to describe extended families or related families), community organisations and 
the government to secure better resourcing of both finances and expertise (O’Leary, 2015). However, this 
approach can bring a different set of challenges such as a loss of autonomy and a change in values (Stelmach, 
2011). Strategies such as working across schools and extensive use of technologies can help principals to 
counter many of the challenges of professional isolation (Starr & White, 2008; Windsor, 2010; Wright, 
2012). It is this collaboration across schools, and the use of technologies in the form of virtual learning, 
which is explored in the subsequent sections. 

COLLABORATIVE PRACTICE
Collaboration between schools is one of the innovative ways that small rural schools lead change. This 
section focuses on the form and function of professional practice that supports collaboration that can lead 
to improved and equitable learning outcomes for students. Features of effective collaboration are outlined 
and linked with theories of Communities of Practice and Connectivism that underpin collaboration across 
school networks.

Collaboration – Form and Function
Collaboration is one of the leadership practices that can contribute to collective efficacy, which is teachers’ 
collective belief that together they can make a difference to student learning (Donohoo, 2017). Student 
achievement can be improved when teachers collaborate to overcome challenges (Fullan, 2015; Ronfeldt, 
Farmer, McQueen, & Grissom, 2015). Furthermore, collaboration between schools has the potential to 
improve equity for students, by increasing the capacity of schools to respond to learner diversity (Ainscow, 
2016; Chapman, Chestnutt, Friel, Hall, & Lowden, 2016).
Collaboration requires a shared vision and purpose; and clear structures and processes, including time and 
resources (Donohoo, 2017; Rincón-Gallardo & Fullan, 2016; Taskforce on Regulations Affecting School 
Performance, 2014). Effective collaboration, through inquiry and group problem solving, avoids the 
problem of “group-think,” where individuals repeat and reinforce similar view; and seeks to gain deeper 
understanding rather than perpetuating the status quo (Donohoo, 2017; Rincón-Gallardo & Fullan, 2016).
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Collaboration in schools takes place on a continuum from informal meetings to highly structured activities 
(Taskforce on Regulations Affecting School Performance, 2014). Starr and White (2008) identified several 
levels of practice across schools: networking, which involved the simple sharing of information; coordination, 
which was to work together for a common purpose, for example organising a cluster schools sports day; 
cooperation, which extended on the previous concepts but involved the sharing of resources between schools 
and a higher level of trust; and collaboration, which involved all of these concepts but required everyone to 
be working towards building the capacity of the group of schools as a whole, resulting in local trade-offs to 
achieve a common purpose. Taylor-Patel (2014) stated that “effective collaboration in education is about 
leaders being committed to working for all students in all schools, as they do their own” (p. 52). Effective 
collaboration in education takes place at a deeper level on the continuum of how schools work together to 
collectively improve outcomes for their learners. 
Collaboration can be differentiated between system based, formal, top-down collaboration and a culture of 
collaboration that is informal and grassroots driven. Effective school networks need both approaches (Daly, 
2010; Feys & Davos, 2016; Rincón-Gallardo & Fullan, 2016; Taylor-Patel, 2014). Grassroots collaboration 
can be more genuine and effective than mandated collaboration. Yet system based support is needed to 
provide the resources and structure that enable schools to collaborate (Taylor-Patel, 2014). Collaboration 
that is imposed and contrived to achieve system goals was found by Hargreaves and O’Connor (2017) to 
be harmful, reducing teachers’ motivation to initiate further collaboration. The Taskforce on Regulations 
Affecting School Performance (2014) stated, “consultation feedback and research agree that forced or 
mandated clustering is not sustainable. Collaboration should be based on mutual need and benefit” (p. 26). 
Drivers for collaboration whether grassroots or mandated can seem to be contradictory but when combined 
can support effective collaborations.
Duffy and Gallagher (2017), when discussing a Northern Irish collaborative initiative “Shared Education,” 
voiced concerns that the project which had been strongly grassroots driven in the past, might lose its edge 
for innovation and creativity because its funding and management had been taken over by the government. 
Daly (2010) contended that formal structures are important for providing policy and structures that support 
collaboration, challenge teacher norms, and give access to expertise. However, it was important to first 
understand the informal networks and relationships that existed. Rincón-Gallardo and Fullan (2016) listed 
the features of effective network as:

•	 focussing	on	ambitious	student	learning	outcomes	linked	to	effective	pedagogy;
•	 developing	strong	relationships	of	trust	and	internal	accountability;
•	 continuously	improving	practice	and	systems	through	cycles	of	collaborative	inquiry;
•	 using	deliberate	leadership	and	skilled	facilitation	within	flat	power	structures;
•	 frequently	interacting	and	learning	inwards;
•	 connecting	outwards	to	learn	from	others;
•	 forming	new	partnership	among	students,	teachers,	families,	and	communities;	
•	 and	securing	adequate	resources	to	sustain	the	work.	(p.	10)

Effective collaborations across school networks have the capacity to deepen learning, grow professional 
capital and be a positive driver for system improvement.

Collaboration in Schools and Theories of Networked Learning
The context of this literature review is on collaborative practice across groups of schools, and not within 
individual schools. Fullan (2005) espoused the benefits of professional learning communities to foster 
collaboration and develop the collective capacity of staff to improve student achievement, and he contended 
that this should be writ large to extend across school districts and nationally to build system wide capacity. 
Being part of a professional network, cluster or learning community is important for rural principals to not 
only provide a support network but to build professional knowledge (McLean et al., 2014). New Zealand 
Principal’s Federation President, Iain Taylor in Education Review (2016), acknowledged collaboration 
as a long-standing practice of principals and, although for rural principals there were some barriers to 
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participation, an important part of their professional learning and support. Cowie and Hipkins (2009) 
supported this when they said, “effective leaders are strongly networked, with connections to various 
groups that provide professional and personal support” (p. 21). Being connected and networked to other 
professionals is important, but it is just the starting point towards collaborative practice across schools.
Social connections, shared purpose, strong relationships and capacity building in learning communities are 
at the heart of successful collaborative practice. McLean et al. (2014) profiled “communities of practice” as 
a theoretical framework for developing professional communities and connectedness for teachers in isolated 
rural communities. Communities of practice is a social theory of learning whereby groups of people collectively 
create knowledge and meaning through a common purpose and shared practice in both formal and informal 
settings (Wenger, 2008). Owen (2011) stated that teachers participating in communities of practice can share 
conversations and practice about learning and teaching and have the support of a professional network.
Collaborative professional networks can build their capacity through developing the social and professional 
capital of their members. The concept of social capital can be described as the connections between individuals 
and groups built on relationships, trust, shared norms and reciprocity which provides benefit to the network 
(Ainscow, 2016; Tokas, 2016). Hargreaves and O’Connor (2017) expanded on the concept of social capital, 
including it within a wider concept of professional capital: 

professional capital is made up of individual human capital, the decisional capital of capacity to 
make judgments that develops over time, and the social capital of trust, interaction, shared purposes, 
and collaborative relationships among an occupational community. Social capital is at the heart of 
professional community – the way that teachers work together as an occupational and social group. 
(p. 74)

Technology has enabled us to collaborate and learn more easily across networks of schools. Connectivism 
was proposed by Siemens (2005) as “a learning theory for the digital age” (p. 1). However, while not all 
would agree it is a learning theory per se, it does provide a useful framework for learning in digital networked 
communities (Duke, Harper, & Johnston, 2011; Harasim, 2014; Kop & Hill, 2008; Starkey, 2012). 
Within a connectivist framework knowledge is distributed across networks, and learning is a process of 
connecting through networks. Nodes on the network can be individuals, communities, organisations or 
sources of information (Siemens, 2005). Connectivism can be evidenced in New Zealand by the many 
schools that have self-organised as networked communities of learners. Networked schools collaborate with 
other schools, often through virtual learning (Ministry of Education, 2011a).

VIRTUAL LEARNING
Virtual learning has been accepted practice in small rural New Zealand schools for many years. This section 
defines online, blended, distance and virtual learning, detailing virtual learning operations and the growth of 
networked communities of schools in the New Zealand educational setting. The benefits and challenges of 
virtual learning are discussed, and learning support for students in virtual environments is explained. 

Defining Virtual Learning in New Zealand
Virtual or online learning can mean different things to different people depending on their individual 
experiences and understandings, and these terms have often been used interchangeably (Barbour, 2014; 
Whalley, 2016). Research literature abounds with overlapping, inconsistent and confusing terminology, 
which complicates analysis of this field of education (Guri-Rosenblit, 2005). Furthermore, the area of online 
and blended learning is complex, involving many different features and models of practice (Cavanaugh, 
Ferdig, & Freidhoff, 2017). Commonly used terms in this field of study are elearning, virtual, online, 
blended, flexible, open and distance learning.
Distance learning is characterised by the separation of place and or time between teacher and learners and 
learning resources (Lai, Pratt, & Grant, 2003). Distance learning has evolved over a range of stages that 
are described as generational, beginning with print based media and correspondence, moving through to 
television and radio broadcast, and continuing to different media, technology, pedagogies and systems of the 
times (Anderson & Dron, 2011; Bates, 2005; Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 
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Blended learning has arisen through the convergence of technology and pedagogy of online and distance 
learning and the developing use of technology within face to face schooling settings (Lai, Pratt, & Grant, 
2003; Ministry of Education, 2011a). Blended learning is characterised by students combining part of their 
learning online and part in the bricks and mortar school setting, giving them more choice and flexibility in 
their learning (Barbour, 2015; Staker & Horn, 2012).
Some critics see online learning as students being taught by technology, with no social interactions with 
teachers or their peers (East, 2016). Those with practical experience in the field of online learning hold a 
different view. For example, Cavanaugh, Ferdig, and Freidhoff (2017) asserted that quality online learning 
involves “high quality and interactive content, teachers with strong and specific pedagogical skills, training 
for parents and students, and strong mentoring and scaffolding opportunities” (p. 53). Further, Parkes, 
Gregory, Fletcher, Adlington, and Gromik (2015) noted that strategies for successful online learning include 
providing learning in multiple formats, lots of opportunities to communicate, developing communities of 
practice and networks, creating learning environments that encourage social presence, and access to support. 
Social presence being defined by Palloff and Pratt (2008) as “the degree to which a person is perceived as 
‘real’ in communication that is conducted via the use of some form of media” (p. 30). Social presence, along 
with teaching presence (i.e., the design and facilitation of learning) and cognitive presence (i.e., the ability to 
make meaning) form the ‘Community of Inquiry’ framework developed by Garrison, Anderson, and Archer 
(2010), and is considered important in engaging young people in online learning (Borup, West, Graham, 
& Davies, 2014).
Virtual learning can be broadly defined as learning that is facilitated by a range of online technologies to 
enable communication and collaboration, where students and teachers are in different physical locations 
(Bolstad & Lin, 2009). In addition, virtual learning is an important activity in networks of schools and 
could, over time, change the nature of schooling (Ministry of Education, 2011a). Barbour, Miron, and 
Huerta (2017) qualified their use of the terminology ‘virtual school’ to describe supplementary online 
learning taking place in schools, in comparison with cyber schooling, where children learn fully online in 
cyber charter schools, and with the term online learning, which is used in more general terms. To be able to 
fully understand virtual learning in the New Zealand schooling sector, it is necessary to view its evolution 
over the last three decades.

A Background to Virtual Learning in New Zealand
Virtual learning has been taking place in New Zealand schools for more than two decades. Since the early 
1990s schools have collaborated to share teachers and resources and provide online classes to each other’s 
students through the internet (Ali, 2017; Powell & Barbour, 2011; Roberts, 2010; Starkey & Stevens, 2007; 
Stevens, 2011). Clusters of schools began to collaborate to teach online classes using audiographics in 1994. 
Canterbury area schools initiated Casatech (Langley, 2003; Stevens & Moffatt, 2003; Wenmoth,1996); and 
later TosiTech (i.e., Top of the South Island Technology) was formed (Barbour & Wenmoth, 2013; Roberts 
2009). Audiographics required two phone lines, one to provide the audio connection and another to send 
still images to a computer screen (Ali, 2017; Stevens, 1995). More schools began to work in similar ways, 
such as Ngata Memorial College, who, in partnership with Te Puni Kokiri, made these recommendations to 
the Ministry of Education:

•	 that	they	recognise	their	pioneering	role	in	telelearning	education	and	support	the	expansion	to	other	
New Zealand schools;

•	 that	links	be	expanded	to	Colleges	of	Education;	that	they	recognise	the	Maori cultural context and 
consult with the broader Maori community; and

•	 and	that	they	should	no	longer	be	considered	a	small	school	but	be	funded	as	a	virtual	school	(Stevens,	
1998).

Stevens differentiated distance education as belonging to an industrial age model and telelearning to the 
information age. He described a changing educational environment becoming evident in schools, where 
schools were inter-connected through Information Communication Technonolgy (CT) networks, and using 
technologies to provide new and better ways of learning.
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The Kaupapa Ara Whakawhiti Matauranga (KAWM) network initiative, begun in 2000, enabled several 
school clusters, consisting of Wharekura (i.e., full immersion Maori schools), East coast area schools & 
Maori boarding schools, to use video conferencing to provide online classes and professional development 
for teachers (Barbour & Wenmoth, 2013; Roberts, 2009; Waiti, 2005). Evaluation of the KAWM initiative 
made recommendations that there needed to be: more development in the knowledge and skills appropriate 
for a learner centred curriculum and teacher pedagogies in the digital age; robust and effective technology 
infrastructure; and adequate and ongoing funding to support schools to coordinate elearning (Waiti, 2005).
Following on from the KAWM initiative, many more regional clusters formed in quick succession over the 
decade and became collectively known as the Virtual Learning Network (VLN), until by 2010 over half of 
New Zealand’s area schools and secondary schools had some students learning online (Powell & Barbour, 
2011). These school networks were developed to meet the needs of small rural schools to enable them to 
extend the curriculum for their students (Roberts, 2010; Stevens & Moffatt, 2003). Schools were at risk from 
declining rolls and pressure to retain staff (Ali, 2017). There was dissatisfaction with The Correspondence 
School, which had traditionally provided courses to rural senior students (Ali, 2017; Langley, 2003; Roberts, 
2009). Additionally, school leaders were beginning to realise the potential of emerging technologies that 
would enable schools to collaborate online (Langley, 2003). With telelearning, schools should no longer be 
considered as small schools when they are open and networked with other schools. Stevens (2010) elaborates 
on this point when he states, “an increasing number of schools in rural [New Zealand] have increased in size 
in terms of the curriculum they provide both on-site and online” (p. 171). This move from closed to open 
contributed to the sustainability of education in small rural communities (Stevens, 1998; Stevens & Stewart, 
2005).
There was little documented about virtual learning at the primary school level until the formal development 
of the VLN Primary School in 2009. Online learning in New Zealand is mainly provided by the VLN 
Primary (Williamson-Leadley & Pratt, 2017). The VLN Primary aims to extend learning opportunities for 
students by enabling online collaborations between schools (Ministry of Education, 2017b; Tolosa, East, 
Barbour, & Owen, 2017). In 2004 the then principal of Pitt Island School in the Chatham Islands, realising 
how the secondary school sector was making use of virtual learning, looked to collaborate online with other 
schools in New Zealand (Whalley, 2016). In 2008 this principal led the collaboration of three schools to 
share online language classes, and a case study was developed that resulted in the Ministry of Education 
supporting the fledgling VLN Primary School (Gibson, 2009). Although the VLN Primary School was 
initiated to support the provision of Years 7 and 8 languages (Owen, 2013), it was soon realised that there 
was an opportunity to widen the range of curriculum choices, to provide a variety of learning experiences 
in addition to formal classes, and to grow the professional capacity of teachers to better meet the needs of 
learners and teachers (Barbour, 2011b; Roberts, 2014). There is a small percentage of primary age students 
enrolling in virtual classes compared with secondary students, but in recent years there has been significant 
growth (Barbour, 2014; 2015). By 2017 the VLN Primary School had grown to 870 students, a 400% 
increase in growth over a five-year period (Whalley, 2017). 
The development of new technologies and the improvement of broadband services to schools were significant 
in the growth of virtual learning in New Zealand. Project Probe, initiated in 2002, enabled schools to 
move from audiographics to video conferencing (Roberts, 2009). More recently, considerable investment 
by the government in schools’ infrastructure, fibre and rural broadband rollouts, and the development of 
a dedicated managed network for schools providing free, fast internet have enabled all schools to have the 
technology needed to access virtual learning opportunities (Roberts, 2014). However, statistics from the 
World Internet Project indicate there is still a growing digital divide for communities in rural areas (Crothers, 
Smith, Urale, & Bell, 2015).

Benefits and Challenges of Virtual Learning
The Learning Communities Online Handbook (Ministry of Education, 2011a) was written by New Zealand 
teachers who were active practitioners in the field of virtual learning. They described wide ranging benefits 
such as access to greater curriculum choices, access to experts, engagement in collaborative projects and 
learning that is high interest and relevant to students’ interests, extension for gifted and talented students, 
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sharing of resources, provision of professional learning, retention of specialist staff, and retention of students. 
Thomson (2011) described the benefits of online learning as allowing flexibility and freedom from the 
traditional expectations of school, and a personalised learning experience for students which caters for 
different skill levels and interests, promotes a student-centred pedagogy, provides social benefits through 
interacting with other students, and encourages students to take responsibility for their own learning.
In addition to the benefits described above, virtual learning in schools has been an impetus for innovation 
and change in promoting a learner centred pedagogy, collaborative teaching practice, changes to schools’ 
organisation such as timetabling and shared resourcing, changes to teachers’ roles, and a teaching and 
learning environment that is more aligned to a twenty-first century networked school (Barbour, 2011b; 
Barbour, Davis & Wenmoth, 2013; Langley, 2003). Virtual learning is credited with creating educationally 
powerful connections where students can connect to others, in New Zealand or globally, in authentic and 
relevant learning contexts. In describing the work of the VLN-Community, the Ministry of Education 
(2011b) said, “they have been able to provide their students with opportunities to develop aspects of the 
key competencies and exercise digital citizenship, and the students are demonstrating improved academic 
engagement and motivation across the curriculum learning areas” (p. 2). Although there are many benefits 
for students who learn virtually, it is important to consider some of the challenges and how learners can be 
supported in the virtual environment.
One New Zealand primary school found their participation in virtual learning related to themes of lifelong 
learning in a connected world, personalisation of learning for students, and digital citizenship (Ministry 
of Education, 2017b). Two key areas the school felt needed more attention were making the connection 
between students’ virtual learning and their classroom learning, and providing better support for online 
learners. Tolosa et al. (2017) found that students learning languages online with the VLN Primary were able 
to access languages that otherwise wouldn’t have been available to them, were developing digital literacies 
and intercultural awareness, and had a very positive attitude to learning languages reinforced through the 
online environment. However, there were barriers experienced by some students in terms of the technological 
infrastructure and the time and independent study skills needed outside of online classes to progress their 
language learning.
Parkes et al. (2015) stated that high attrition rates, lack of support, lack of timely effective feedback, 
reliability of and access to technology, and digital divide are all issues for online learners and are exacerbated 
for disadvantaged students. However, Whalley (2016) in his study exploring the factors that affect student 
success in virtual learning environments, found that school-based support for learners was critical. To 
effectively support students learning in virtual environments schools need to:

•	 ensure	that	they	had	policy	and	procedure	in	place;
•	 have	systems	for	keeping	track	of	students	learning;
•	 provide	the	infrastructure	and	resources	for	learning;
•	 promote	a	tuakana/teina	(i.e.,	Maori	concept	of	older	or	more	experienced	children	teaching	younger	

children) culture of learning in the school where students support each other;
•	 have	effective	communication	across	the	whole	school	community	including	whanau;	and
•	 support	students	to	reflect	on	their	own	learning.

With deliberate strategies of student support in place, learners can be more resilient to the challenges of 
learning in virtual environments.

SCOPING THE CHANGING SCHOOLING POLICYSCAPE
In considering how virtual learning in small New Zealand rural schools has evolved over the last twenty years 
since the emergence of rural school electronic networks, it is necessary to understand the effect of policy 
in the wider educational context. This section gives an overview of schooling policy and initiatives in New 
Zealand over the last two decades.
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Tomorrow’s Schools
Set against a backdrop of wider economic and political reform of the 1980s, the Education Act of 1989 
legislated for a raft of changes that were known as “Tomorrow’s Schools” (Taskforce on Regulations Affecting 
School Performance, 2014). Schools became self-managing standalone entities, each with their own board 
of trustees, charter, policies and operational funding. They worked independently of the new Ministry of 
Education, whose role it was to create policy and provide funding. Other government agencies, such as the 
Education Review Office, were created to provide accountability and support for schools. These changes 
were brought about with the goal of making schools more efficient, accountable to their communities 
(Earl Rinehart, 2017) and government, more flexible and responsive, and less bureaucratic. There was an 
assumption that these changes would lead to better teaching and learning through providing more choice for 
parents and competition between schools (Earl Rinehart, 2017; Langley, 2009; Wylie, 2012).
Tomorrow’s Schools presented many challenges to schools. Bureaucracy was not reduced as intended, 
but shifted to the individual school environment, where more compliance issues were created through 
interactions with and accountability to several new government agencies. Principals’ workloads grew 
tremendously through the introduction of Tomorrow’s Schools (Earl Rinehart, 2017; Wylie, 2013); and 
with the introduction of the new curriculum and assessment regimes in the late 1990s, teachers’ workloads 
also became large and unmanageable (Wylie, 2013). Competition between schools inhibited collaboration 
and created a stratified education system of winner and loser schools (Langley, 2009; Wylie, 2012), with 
low decile schools, rural schools and schools with a high number of Maori students finding it difficult to 
attract and retain principals (Wylie, 2012). With schools working in competition and in isolation from 
each other, it is difficult to create systems capacity that drives improvement in teaching and learning. For 
this reason, Wylie (2012; 2013) recommended changing the Tomorrow’s Schools model to a system of 
networked schools, such as school districts, that would enable more collaboration, shared responsibility and 
equity across the education system. Although Tomorrow’s Schools is now nearly 30 years old, New Zealand 
schools still work largely within this model. However, recent government reforms see schools poised for 
a step change with the advent of “communities of learning” or Kahui Ako. The current government has 
initiated a system wide review and consultation around the future of education in New Zealand including 
changes to the Tomorrow’s Schools framework (Government of New Zealand, 2018). 
The Tomorrow’s Schools Review Taskforce Report (Ministry of Education, 2018) outlined several key areas 
for improvement in the New Zealand schooling system and made recommendations on: changing the 
governance structure of schools to reorient the role of Boards of Trustees and create Education Hubs to 
govern networks of schools; developing a national school network strategy to improve schooling provision; 
creating more coherent structures and resourcing that will reduce competition between schools, provide 
more disability and learning support and provide equitable access to resourcing for schools especially for 
disadvantaged schools, small schools and primary schools. The report recognises that small rural and remote 
schools have difficulty in providing a broad curriculum and that “Te Kura has the potential to have a greater 
strategic role in the provision of flexible schooling, curriculum and timetabling for all students, not just 
those in alternative education” (p. 63). Although the report focuses only on Te Kura as having this strategic 
capability, the VLN can also be considered as a valuable system resource as “the VLN and Te Kura both 
have great potential to support and facilitate innovation in online curriculum content, learning, pedagogy 
and assessment” (p. 64). The Tomorrow’s Schools Taskforce Report is in the process of consultation until 
April 2019 and when progressed will initiate the biggest schooling system changes in New Zealand since the 
1990s.

DEVELOPMENT OF COMMUNITIES OF LEARNING/KAHUI AKO
Government initiatives in recent years have been moving the New Zealand education system towards engaging 
in more connected, collaborative, school networks. ‘Networked Learning Communities,’ supported by the 
Ministry of Education between 2008 and 2010, were set up to assist schools to engage with and implement 
the New Zealand Curriculum. These clusters were considered successful as professional learning groups, but 
for the most part they fell short of developing a critical learning culture that affected change in teaching 
(Ward & Henderson, 2011). ‘Learning and Change Networks’ (LCN) was a strategy introduced by the 
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Ministry of Education in 2012 with the goal of improving student achievement through schools clustering 
and collaboration (Annan & Carpenter, 2014). LCN key features were placing the learner at the centre of the 
network; schools, community and whanau voluntary collaboration; and facilitated support to cross pollinate 
ideas and build system capacity. LCN was considered a model of successful schools’ collaboration that would 
inform the development of the “Investing in Educational Success” (IES) initiative (Patterson, 2014).
IES was announced by the government early in 2014 as a substantial investment, 359 million dollars, to raise 
student achievement through schools’ collaboration. A key feature would be the creation of geographically 
based “Communities of Schools” that would work collaboratively towards shared achievement goals. 
Communities would be self-identifying, voluntary, and of mixed types, primary and secondary. There would 
be new roles and career pathways created that would be negotiated with the teacher unions and included in 
teacher collective agreements. Also included was a principals’ recruitment allowance for high need schools, 
teacher release time for inquiry, and a “Teacher Led Innovation Fund” providing contestable funds for teacher 
led inquiry projects (Investing in Educational Success Working Group, 2014). There was push back from 
the New Zealand Education Institute (NZEI), the primary teachers’ union, who voted an overwhelming 
93% no confidence in the IES strategy. They felt that this substantial investment in education was mostly 
an investment in teachers’ salaries and would be better spent in areas of higher need such as special needs 
education, that top down collaboration would not be genuine, and that the sector had not been adequately 
consulted in the development of IES (Barback, 2014; Wylie, 2016). A joint initiative working party was 
established to shape IES, where the NZEI sought to widen the curriculum scope beyond national standards, 
include early childhood education, include support staff, and identify successful features of collaboration to 
inform the new strategy (New Zealand Education Institute and Ministry of Education, 2015; Wylie, 2016).
Through further consultation with the Joint Initiative Working Party the IES strategy became Communities 
of	Learning/Kahui Ako. By 2016, two thirds of New Zealand schools were engaged in a “Community of 
Learning” (CoL), either in the initial setup process or within an established CoL (Wylie, 2016; 2017b). A 
national survey of schools in 2016 found that many involved in CoLs realised that this strategy was a big 
system change for New Zealand education; and although there was some optimism about the potential of 
CoLs to enable collaboration, improve student achievement, ease school transitions and access resources, 
there were also many tensions. Many primary schools felt that achievement goals were too narrowly focused 
on national standards, and the Ministry of Education was playing too much of a role in setting them. 
There was tension around the appointment of key across school roles, and a feeling that CoL work came 
at an expense to their own school in terms of higher workloads and sharing teachers. Some principals felt 
that they had a lack of choice in entering a CoL, being pressured to join to be able to access resources such 
as “Professional Learning and Development” (PLD) (Wylie, 2016). CoLs were described as being in the 
‘emergent stage,’ requiring more time and support to bed down into the education system. 
Other educational changes were in process, such as the recent Education (Update) Amendment Act and 
a proposed funding review for schools (Wylie, 2017b). The funding review was aimed at scrapping the 
decile rating system, whereby schools are funded according to the socio-economic demographic of their 
community, and moving to a system that is based on students’ progress against the curricula, targeted 
funding for individual challenges such as special needs or disadvantaged backgrounds, and supplementary 
funding for small and isolated schools through network provision (Parata, 2016). The Education (Update) 
Amendment Act Update provided a raft of changes, including supporting the development of CoLs and the 
initiation of a regulatory framework for online learning, enabling the establishment of CoOLs (Kaye, 2017; 
Ministry of Education, 2017b; Wylie, 2017b). At the time of writing, the Education (Update) Amendment 
Act Update, in particular CoOLs, are being repealed by the current government and a new, wider review 
entitled Korero Matauranga/Let’s Talk about Education is taking place.

DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES AND TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY LEARNING
Alongside the major schooling changes of the last three decades, there have been several government 
initiatives and policies focused on digital technologies and twenty-first century learning that have been 
instrumental in the growth of virtual learning and school networks in New Zealand (Powell & Barbour, 2011; 
Whalley, 2016). These key government educational policies were “Interactive Education an Information 
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Communication and Technology Strategy for Schools” (Ministry of Education, 1998), “Digital Horizons” 
(Ministry of Education, 2002), and “Enabling 21st Century Learners” (Ministry of Education, 2006). These 
policies gave rise to projects such as Information Communication Technology Professional Development 
clusters, which enabled new networks such as the early VLN secondary clusters to grow (Arif, 2016; Barbour 
& Wenmoth, 2013); and helped to foster an environment that was focussed on innovation and ICT, together 
with resources and professional support for teachers and schools who were extending into learning online 
(Langley, 2003; Powell & Barbour, 2011). 
The terms twenty-first century learning and future focused learning are used interchangeably and often 
linked with, though not exclusively related to, the use of digital technologies (Bolstad, Gilbert, McDowall, 
Bull, Boyd, & Hipkins, 2012). They reflected:

an emerging cluster of ideas, beliefs, knowledge, theories and practices which have deep roots in 
contemporary theories about knowledge and learning in the context of the massive economic, social, 
technological, cultural, and environmental developments. (Bolstad, 2011, p. 78)

Bolstad et al. (2012), identified six principles for a future focused education system:
1. personalised learning – where the system is built around the needs of the learner;
2. new ways of thinking about equity, diversity and inclusivity;
3. a curriculum that uses knowledge to develop learning capacity;
4. a culture of continuous learning for educators and leaders;
5. rethinking the roles of learners and teachers; and
6. new ways of engaging schools with the wider community.

Sub-themes related to the roles of new technologies and collaborative practice are considered to be 
important to the development of future focused learning in schools, along with three key ideas of “‘diversity,’ 
‘connectedness’ and ‘coherence”’ (p. 10). These principles, themes and key ideas provide a framework for 
policy makers, education leaders and teachers to develop a shared understanding on the future of schooling 
in New Zealand (Bolstad, 2011; Bolstad et al., 2012).
There has been no recent policy around twenty-first century learning or digital technologies in education as 
there had been in the previous decade. However, in 2012 the government commissioned an Education and 
Science Select Committee inquiry into twenty-first century learning environments and digital literacy to: 

investigate and to make recommendations on the best structures, tools, and communities, in both 
rural and urban New Zealand, for enabling students and educators to attain the knowledge and 
skills, such as digital literacy, that the 21st century demands of us all. (Kaye, 2012, p. 9)

A reference group was formed and made recommendations on how the government could invest in people, 
learning environments and resources, collaborative networks, and infrastructure to build capability in the 
education sector (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014). Policy focus on digital technologies and 
future focused learning, has been important in supporting virtual learning in New Zealand schools. 
Government policies and initiatives have provided direction and support, in the most part, to enable schools 
to work in more future focused collaborative ways. However, legacy systems such as Tomorrow’s Schools 
can provide a barrier to schools working collaboratively, and new systems such as Kahui Ako are yet to be 
successfully implemented and embedded. With current reviews in progress the landscape looks set to change 
once again.

SUMMARY
This review has explored the relevant literature related to rural education, collaborative practice, andvirtual 
learning, particularly as it intersects to impact New Zealand schools. Small rural schools make up a large 
percentage of schools in the country, with 39% being sole charge, one to three teacher schools; and many of 
these receiving additional isolation funding. It is these small rural schools that have been identified by Stevens 
(1996) as leading the change in collaborative school networks and virtual learning. This reality continues to 
be the case with a large number of schools collaborating online through the VLN Primary schools’ initiative. 
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Small rural schools are literally the heart of their communities as they have close reciprocal relationships where 
they rely on the community for support and in turn the school is the hub of the community. As a result, 
children in small rural schools experience an education that has strong place based or local curriculum, high 
expectations for behaviour and achievement, and strong social connectedness. For these children transition to 
high school is an important time as it often means leaving their communities. Principals of small rural schools 
experience a range of challenges in their positions, some of which are exacerbated by their remote locations. 
Rural principals are challenged by work load issues, access to resources, professional isolation, multi-level 
teaching, managing relationships and the expectations of their communities. Innovative approaches such as 
partnering with community organisations and government, the use of digital technologies and collaborating 
across schools can assist in reducing the impact of these challenges.
Collaborative practice across schools can be a driver to increase professional capacity, lead change across 
networks of schools, and respond to diversity and provide equitable outcomes for students. Collaboration 
is a leadership practice whereby teachers develop collective efficacy believing that together they can achieve 
better outcomes for all their students, regardless of which school they attend. Grassroots or self-organising 
collaborative initiatives are often more effective than mandated collaboration as teachers and school leaders 
have greater commitment when setting their own collective goals based on mutual need and benefit. 
However, government mandated collaboration provides much needed resources, access to experts and formal 
structures that support sustainable collaborative school networks.
Virtual learning emerged in the 1990s in small rural schools and wharekura. With access to improved 
bandwidth, virtual learning has been growing in popularity and reach across New Zealand schools; most 
significantly in the primary school sector with 400% growth in recent years. Virtual learning provides 
a wide range of benefits for students and teachers in participating schools as well as being a driver for 
change in learner centred pedagogies, school organisation and resourcing. Some of the benefits described are 
access to a wider curriculum, professional support for teachers, flexibility and choice, personalised learning 
opportunities, social inclusiveness, development of digital literacy and intercultural awareness. Some of the 
challenges highlighted are the need for greater support for virtual learners in schools, a disconnect between 
online learning and classroom learning, the digital divide and access to reliable technology for all students. 
Support for virtual learners is critical and this literature review outlined guidelines for schools to provided 
effective learner support.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND FUTURE RESEARCH
This literature review was designed to inform whanau, communities and schools to gain a better understanding 
of their children’s virtual learning experiences and raise awareness of the potential benefits and challenges 
involved. Schools that are not yet involved in online collaboration may be interested to see the possibilities 
and to learn from experiences of those who have pioneered the space. Policy makers will find this review 
useful to be informed on past and current practice in collaborative online learning across schools and the 
potential benefits of virtual learning which can be realised for students, teachers and school communities 
within the New Zealand educational setting. 
It is timely to discuss the importance of collaboration and virtual learning within the wider educational 
setting as the New Zealand government engages in a complete system wide review of education. The focus 
of this review aligns with Ministry of Education priorities in relation to collaborative practice and system 
changes within Communities of Learning or Kahui Ako, the Tomorrow’s Schools Review and is particularly 
relevant to the legislation regarding CoOLs, which is currently being repealed through parliament. This 
current education review and policy direction underway will be important to determine how collaboration 
and virtual learning will develop into the future. As these legislative procedures near completion, it will be 
important for practitioners to continue to advocate for policies, regulations, and programs that will allow 
these innovative virtual learning programs to continue to engage in collaborative practices for rural schools. 
Collaboration and virtual learning, pioneered and led by small rural schools, has been ongoing practice 
in New Zealand for many years; and with improvements in bandwidth speed and access to technology 
continues to spread to a greater number of schools and learners. Given the realities of the existing virtual 
learning system in New Zealand, there are many avenues for future research. For example, given the existing 
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legislative procedures, future study could be conducted on the fundamental resourcing requirements of 
collaborative virtual learning initiatives and the legislative or policy environment that will support them to 
be an integral part of the New Zealand education system. This would ensure that the benefits of collaborative 
virtual learning that have been realised by many learners in small rural schools can be maintained and scaled 
across the wider school setting into the future. However, future research could also be conducted into how 
the lack of a specific focus on and recognition of virtual learning in the country has allowed the existing 
virtual learning programs to evolve in an organic fashion. Beyond the focus on the impact of policy, future 
study could also be focused on whether the lack of a formalized structure has influence the collaborative 
practices that have developed in the various virtual learning programs, and the nature of that influence. 
Finally, future research could examine the impact on rural schools that these informal collaborative practices 
that have been developed by the virtual learning programs have had.
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